
After 2020, there has been increasing calls from interior design educa-
tors to design curricula that respond to current social challenges (Pa-
tel & Fontaine, 2023; Hadjiyanni, 2020). This endeavor remains to be 
challenging as many programs and students still operate under the 
assumption that interior design seeks to serve an elite minority, and 
faculty who challenge this perception face several hurdles (Patel & 
Fontaine, 2023). 
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Motivation

In a graduate interior design studio, I designed two projects address-
ing women’s incarceration environments in the United States. 

Overview

Although no systematic data has been collected to assess the eff ec-
tiveness of the projects, the ability of students to visit the prison, run 
a workshop with “real-world” clients, and propose solutions for both 
projects based on the pre-design phase were some of the positive re-
fl ections that students had shared. 

P1. A semester long project involved designing a com-
plex evidence-based trauma-informed halfway 
housing project for women. 

P2. An optional service-learning project of a single 
1,000 sqft. room in a women’s prison, built on the 
same contextual constraints and theories of the fi rst 
project. 

This approach of pairing a complex project that meets the course ob-
jectives with a smaller-scale service-learning project that provides a 
“real-world” dimension eliminated some of the challenges that face 
instructors when it comes to semester-long service-learning projects 
(Zollinger, Guerin, Hadjiyanni & Martin, 2009). 

• The semester started with an informational visit from the Director 
of the Center for Correctional Solutions at a southwester university 
who went over basic understanding of the justice systems and the 
reformative approach of his center. 

• Shortly after, a fi eld trip to one of the women’s prison in the state 
was organized through the center. 

• Students prepared a workshop that included card sort activities, 
drawing exercises, and focus group discussions for the incarcerated 
women. 

• Results from the workshop were used to inform both projects.
• Students who decided to participate in the optional project were 

given the opportunity to compete for a gift card supported by an 
internal grant. 

• Two out of seven teams submitted the optional project proposals 
and the award was divided amongst them. 

Procedures

One of the submissions was selected for implementation by the pris-
on as a model for carceral community spaces in the state in July, 
2024. 

Broader Impact

Effectiveness

Students’ Work: Rachel Leonard + Noelle Peay; Halfway housing project.

Students’ Work: Carrie Dally and Wenjing Wang; Photo of implemented design in the prison.

Refl ections

A picture of the room before the re-design process.


